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Abstract 
Contemporary democracies are facing fierce criticism on how its political institutions and actors fulfil their 
role. Democratic innovations, that aim to align institutional structures with the demands of contemporary 
citizens, are implemented at an ever-increasing degree. Especially increased citizen involvement in the 
decision-making process has been frequently put forth as a panacea to address democratic dissatisfaction. 
Despite the strong theoretical expectations, the empirical evidence is mixed and mainly based on cross-
sectional data and cases with extensive citizen involvement. Using a Belgian panel study (N=1,113), we study 
the effect of a local referendum on levels of political trust and democratic satisfaction. In contrast to 
Switzerland and the US, there is little experience with direct democracy in Belgium. The panel includes 
inhabitants of a neighborhood that held a referendum and a comparison group (i.e. inhabitants of a comparable 
neighborhood without referendum). The results indicate that the referendum increased political trust and 
democratic satisfaction among citizens. The use of the right to vote increased political trust but having voted 
for the losing outcome decreased satisfaction with democracy. 
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Introduction 
In recent years, concerns about a democratic legitimacy deficit in advanced democracies have taken 
a prominent place within the academic and public debate (della Porta 2013). Empirical studies have 
shown that contemporary citizens express a rather low level of trust in the key political institutions 
and actors, political parties are losing members and turnout is steadily declining (Blais & Rubenson 
2013; Marien 2011; Van Biezen, Mair & Poguntke 2012). Democratic reforms to address democratic 
dissatisfaction and to try to heighten the democratic legitimacy are under discussion all across world 
(Smith 2009). For instance, direct democracy initiatives allow citizens to vote on specific issues and 
could compensate for the decline in traditional forms of participation (Dalton & Welzel 2014). 
Hence, direct democratic initiatives (proposals) are launched increasingly in efforts to address 
citizens’ changed participation preferences (i.e. more based on specific issues, sporadic) and boost 
levels of democratic satisfaction and political trust (Newton & Geissel 2013; Smith 2009).  
Direct democracy initiatives could boost democratic satisfaction and political trust via at least two 
mechanisms. First, it allows citizens to gain influence in the decision-making process which could 
increase democratic satisfaction and their trust in the political system. Second, a process in which 
citizens are directly involved could also increase the perceived fairness of decision-making which 
in turn could boost democratic satisfaction and political trust. Both claims are prominent within the 
theoretical literature (e.g. participatory democracy, procedural fairness theory), but empirical 
evidence on the effect of direct democracy instruments on citizens’ political trust is scarce. Public 
opinion research is mainly focused on policy concerns; less attention is paid to the effect of the 
decision-making process on public opinion. Empirical scholarship on participatory and deliberative 
procedures has predominantly focused on the nature of decisions resulting from these processes. 
The few empirical studies available rely on cases with frequent use of direct democracy such as the 
US or Switzerland. We argue that we cannot generalise these findings to contexts where the 
experience with direct democracy instruments is limited. Participatory democracy theory too 
assumes extensive involvement of citizens (e.g. Pateman 1970, 2012). Through repeated discussing 
and voting on policy issues and related wins and losses of political decisions, citizens gain a more 
comprehensive understanding of political decision-making that could foster political trust. However, 
it is unclear what effect a single participation experience has on political trust in a context in which 
direct democracy is rare. In this paper, we investigate the effect of a referendum on democratic 
 
	
3 
satisfaction and political trust in a context in which direct democracy initiatives are rare. We 
developed an original research design to tackle this question that includes panel data in two 
neighbourhoods (with and without referendum) that enables us to conduct a stronger causal test than 
previous studies that predominantly used cross-sectional data. After reviewing the literature on 
direct democracy and political trust, we will describe the context of the study, the research design 
and results. Finally, the results will be summarised in the conclusion.  
 
Citizen involvement, democratic satisfaction and political trust 
A legitimate, stable and well-functioning polity is based on a strong link between citizens and the 
state. Citizen involvement is often argued to increase citizens’ satisfaction with the functioning of 
democracy and trust in the political system more generally. Following an instrumental rationality 
approach, citizen involvement might be considered a less cost-effective rational means to make 
political decisions than decision-making by experts such as representatives. The rationale is that 
political parties, competing in elections, aggregate citizens’ interests and make political decisions 
for which they are held accountable at the next election. However, this type of rationality leads to a 
lack of self-determination and immediate influence on one’s society and living conditions. Because 
of the disconnection between citizens and the political system, this decision-making process could 
undermine citizens’ support and as a result it is ultimately likely to fail to meet its end to 
authoritatively make political decisions (Habermas 1984; Easton 1965). Through direct involvement 
in political decision-making, citizen gain influence over their society and living conditions. The 
increase in self-expressive values in the past decades is likely to have even increased the importance 
contemporary citizens attach to influence over the decision-making process (Dalton & Welzel 2014). 
The feeling of influence in the decision-making process can boost citizens’ satisfaction with political 
decision-making and their trust in the political system more generally. 
Exerting an influence on political decision-making is a critical function of citizen involvement. 
Following adherents of the theory of liberal democracy, the main function of citizen involvement is 
a protective one: through participation citizens can protect their individual interests (della Porta 
2013). Following this logic, citizens participate because they want to ensure that representatives do 
not take measures that run against their interests. In this context, direct democracy can provide an 
extra opportunity to propose policies and to interfere if decisions are taken that threaten citizens’ 
personal interests (Wagschal 1997). The option of direct democratic “interference” provides citizens 
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with an additional opportunity to influence policy outcomes and it allows them to control their 
representatives more frequently than in purely representative procedures. Citizens can either directly 
influence decision making by approving legislation, or indirectly by constraining and pressuring 
elected representatives with the “threat” of initiating an initiative (Bowler and Donovan 2002). This 
opportunity to interfere and to control the behaviour of elected representatives can strengthen 
citizens’ perception of influence and as a result their satisfaction with the functioning of democracy 
and political trust more generally. 
Popular influence and voice in the decision-making process can also foster perceptions of fairness 
of the decision-making process among citizens, which in turn can promote democratic satisfaction 
and trust in the political system. This is the core idea within procedural fairness theory that has been 
increasingly used to think about and study the nature, making and implications of decisions within 
different disciplines in social sciences e.g. organisational psychology, policing, socio-psychological 
literature (e.g. Tyler 2011). Within political science, however, empirical studies have not paid much 
attention to procedural fairness theory. 
To date the main theoretical framework that is used to think about the consequences of citizen 
involvement on public opinion includes participatory democracy theory. Within this theory it is 
argued that citizens who participate in political decision making learn to take other interests than 
their own interest into account. They are expected to learn that public and private interests are linked 
and they are stimulated to deliberate with each other. Through involvement citizens acquire the 
qualities that are needed for the political system to work and hence it is through “participation in 
common seeing and common work”, that the members of a “strong” democratic community are 
transformed into citizens (Barber 1984, p. 232;  Pateman 1970). In sum, individuals who are 
frequently engaged in the decision-making process, develop more positive, democratic 
characteristics, such as community-mindedness, political efficacy and satisfaction with political 
institutions and authorities and are generally more supportive of the democratic system (Barber 
1984; Finkel 1987; Pateman 1970).  
Especially the local level of government is argued to play a crucial role in “educating” the individual. 
To participate effectively in government, the necessary qualities can be developed at the local level. 
Mill writes “a political act, to be done only once in a few years, and for which nothing in the daily 
habits of the citizen has prepared him, leaves his intellect and his moral dispositions very much as 
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it found them” (cited in Pateman 1970, p. 30). Hence, citizens need a context in which they can 
practice their engagement in the decision making process. While the local level of politics appears 
a suitable context for some theorists such as Mill, others such as Cole and Pateman stress the 
importance of participatory structures in the workplace or actually, in all “lower level authority 
structures” (Pateman 1970, p.35) as environments in which citizens can experience and practice to 
influence decision-making. What remains unclear is whether these predications can help us to 
understand the potential consequences of direct democratic decision making. Can participation in 
direct democratic procedures fulfil the same role participation at the local level or in the workplace 
is expected to? 
While direct democratic procedures may not have the same educative value as participation in the 
workplace, direct democratic procedures are expected to have a greater effect on citizens’ influence 
in the decision-making process than the election of representatives (Bowler and Donovan 2002). 
This reasoning is built on the argument that in contrast to the standard electoral context of 
representative democracy, citizens in democracies with direct democratic procedures must decide 
more often on collective issues and public policies. Through direct democratic decision making 
citizens get an “occasional voice in government” and the feeling that government is listening to them 
“or has to listen to them at some point” (Bowler and Donovan 2002, p. 376). But citizens might not 
only feel that government listens to them, they might also feel that they are being trusted, which is 
a crucial point according to Frey (1997, p. 1046), as their self-esteem is enhanced and their intrinsic 
motivation is “crowded in”. Following these arguments, it is assumed that the central claim in 
participatory democracy also applies to systems with extensive direct democratic procedures and 
accordingly that citizens who live in those systems are characterized by higher levels of system 
support. Yet it is unclear what the effect is of direct democracy initiatives in contexts in which 
participation is less extensive. 
The available empirical studies show that citizens who live in direct democracies believe more 
strongly that the government is responsive to their demands (Bowler and Donovan 2002; Hero and 
Tolbert 2004; Mendelsohn and Cutler 2000; Smith and Tolbert 2004), have higher levels of political 
knowledge and interest (Mendelsohn and Cutler 2000; Smith 2002) and are more engaged in civic 
groups and associations (Smith and Tolbert 2004; Tolbert, McNeal, and Smith 2003). However, not 
all empirical evidence confirms this direct positive relationship between direct democratic 
procedures and political attitudes and behaviour. Gilens, Glaser, and Mendelberg (2001) cannot find 
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a direct effect of propositions on political attitudes. The absence of a direct effect between direct 
democratic procedures on the one hand and internal and external efficacy on the other hand is also 
ascertained by Schlozman and Yohai (2008) and by Dyck and Lascher (2009). Studies on cases in 
which direct democracy initiatives are rare are scarce. 
To date, it is also not clear whether citizens need to make use of direct democratic procedures to feel 
more trusting and efficacious or whether the mere availability of these opportunities is sufficient in 
order to strengthen their trust in the political system, independent of whether citizens actually use 
these additional possibilities to voice their opinion. The empirical results are mixed. Dyck (2009) 
finds that while the availability of initiatives in the United States does not affect trust in the state 
government, their usage affects trust negatively. This negative effect is confirmed in the study of 
trust in cantonal authorities in Switzerland (Bauer and Fatke 2014). However, with respect to the 
availability of direct democratic rights, Bauer and Fatke (2014) find a positive effect. From the 
perspective of the theory of participatory democracy the results of Bauer and Fatke (2014) and Dyck 
(2009) are remarkable as they seem to run counter to expectations.  
For adherents of this theory using direct democratic procedures should lead to positive effects, as it 
is the act of participation itself that is expected to build and nurture democratic orientations and 
political attitudes. In order to obtain this psychological effect, the classical writers advocated full 
participation. However, Pateman (1970, p. 73) remarks, that in this context a modification of the 
theory is required, because empirical evidence shows that “[…] even the mere feeling that 
participation is possible, even situations of pseudo-participation have beneficial effects on 
confidence, job satisfaction, etc.”. One might thus argue that citizens might be more supportive if 
they have the feeling that they could participate, independent of whether they actually do so or not. 
The argument that government is listening and considers them as trustworthy should be valid for 
citizens independent of their actual engagement. Moreover, citizens might be more satisfied when 
direct democratic procedures are available, no matter whether they participate themselves or not. 
The surprising empirical results might be a result of the cross-sectional data used that does not allow 
to gain insight in the causal direction of the relationship. It is just as likely that distrust spurred 
citizens to push for democratic initiatives instead of a higher frequency of these initiatives leading 
to higher levels of distrust. In this paper, we study whether participating in a direct democratic 
initiative and its outcome impacts democratic satisfaction and political trust. The design we 
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developed allows us a stronger causal test than previous cross-sectional studies and also allows to 
shed light on the causal mechanisms. 
  
The Context of the Study 
The data for this study was gathered in the scope of a referendum on traffic circulation in a medium 
sized city in the Dutch speaking part of Belgium in spring 2015. The city’s administration aimed to 
improve the quality of life in one of its central neighborhoods, as they assume that the city’s 
population will substantively increase in the coming decades. A major issue in this context was 
traffic circulation in the neighborhood, as many car drivers from the outskirts of the city passed 
through the neighborhood in order to reach the city center. Therefore, the city’s administration aimed 
to reduce this traffic, steaming from car drives whose destination is not located in the neighborhood. 
In consultation with citizens living in the neighborhood the city’s administration drafted a new 
circulation plan that aimed to drastically reduce east-west traffic within the neighborhood. However, 
soon after the plans were presented to the public, fierce resistance arose among some of the 
inhabitants, mainly because they feared that the new circulation plan would reduce their own 
mobility within the neighborhood.  
Therefore, the city’s administration agreed that a group of citizens who opposed the circulation plan 
could draft an alternative scenario which would fulfill some basic conditions and that a referendum 
would be held in which all inhabitants of the neighborhood above the age of 16 could choose 
between the circulation plan that was drafted initially (scenario A) and the alternative circulation 
plan (scenario B). Also, the city’s administration promised before beforehand that the result of the 
referendum would be respected and implemented shortly afterwards. The referendum was held on 
the 26th of April in 2015 and out of the about 7700 inhabitants that were eligible to vote, about 2000 
inhabitants casted a ballot (about 26 percent). With 63 percent of the voters choosing the alternative, 
arguably less interfering circulation plan (scenario B), the vote was quite clear. The result was 
announced on the same evening and the new circulation plan was implemented in the weeks 
following the referendum. 
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Research Design 
Data 
To answer the research question we rely on panel data that was gathered before, during and after the 
referendum. Data on civic attitudes and political orientations was collected using a postal survey in 
the month before the referendum (Wave 1) as well as in the two months following the referendum 
(Wave 3) in the neighborhood in which citizens had the right to participate in the referendum (i.e. 
treatment group). Moreover, respondents in this neighborhood that had participated in the first wave 
were surveyed on the day of the referendum (Wave 2) itself via telephone. For the first and the third 
wave, the same questions were asked in a postal survey that was conducted in a comparable 
neighborhood of the same city which was unexposed to the referendum (i.e. comparison group)1. 
This second sample allows us to control for changes in democratic satisfaction and political trust 
irrespective of the referendum. In both neighborhoods respondents were selected based on a random 
sample that was drawn from the city’s register of residents. A sample of 1,800 citizens was drawn 
in both neighborhoods.  
In the current analyses we only use data from the first wave and the third wave of the panel. In the 
first wave, 1360 completed surveys were received (620 from the treatment group and 720 surveys 
from the comparison group) resulting in a response rate of about 38 percent. Those respondents were 
re-contacted in the third wave and we obtained filled in questionnaires from 1,119 respondents (512 
from the treatment group and 607 from the comparison) resulting in a response rate of 31 percent 
for both waves. We compared the respondents’ main socio-demographic data in all waves and 
excluded respondents for which gender and age did not match between the waves or did not 
correspond to the information from the register of residents, leaving us with consistent data from 
1,049 respondents (out of which 483 stem from the treatment group and 566 are from the comparison 
group)2. 
																																								 																				
1 All respondents were originally contacted by post, however they also had the opportunity to complete the questionnaire 
online using their personalized login data.	
2 Based on the information from the city’s register of residents, we compared those 1,049 respondents that answered twice 
with the respondents that answered only once or not at all. Results show that there are more women among the 
respondents (54 percent) than among the group of those who didn’t answer or answered only once (50 percent). However, 
the difference is not statistically significant on the 5 percent level. Also, with an average age of 52, the group of consistent 
respondents is significantly older than the group of non-respondents and respondents that participated in only one wave. 
The average age in this group is 45.  
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The design of this study is diagrammed in Table 1. It is based on a ‘treatment’ group and an 
‘untreated comparison’ group with both pre- and posttest data gathered in the same units (Shadish, 
Cook, and Campbell 2002) and an additional interrogation in the treatment group on the day of the 
referendum. As Remler and van Ryzin (2010, p. 428) point out, compared to randomized 
experiments, such a quasi-experimental setting can be carried out on a larger scale and tends to be 
more realistic. This enhances not only its external validity but also its relevance for policy makers. 
To our knowledge this study offers a unique design in the field of research on democratic innovation. 
It is particularly well-suited to study causality because of the longitudinal nature of the data as well 
as the comparison group which allow to take contextual changes independent of the referendum into 
account. 
Table 1: Two Group-Pretest-Posttest - Design with inquiry on the day of the referendum 
 Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 
 
27.03.-
25.04.2015 
26.04.2016 
01.05.-
31.07.2015 
 Pretest Intervention Posttest 1 Posttest 2 
Treatment Group O1 X O2 O3 
Comparison Group O4   O5 
  
In such a study, the treatment and comparison group are ideally as similar as possible (Remler and 
van Ryzin 2010). The comparison group was therefore chosen based on its average declared income 
in 2008 which is very similar to the average declared income in the neighborhood which forms the 
treatment group. We used fiscal data from the Belgian Federal Government from 2008 because it 
was the most recent data available for statistical sectors at the time of sampling. Also in terms of 
ethnic diversity, the city’s administration confirmed that the two neighborhoods were very similar. 
We checked whether the distribution of basic socio-demographic variables differs among the 
respondents from the two neighborhoods (Table 2) and found that there are no differences between 
the two groups concerning sex, age, level of education, political interest and generalized trust. 
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Table 2: Comparison of socio-demographic and attitudinal characteristics of respondents in 
treatment and comparison group 
 
Treatment 
group 
Comparison 
group 
Difference 
Percentage female respondents 52.59 54.42 -1.83 
Average age 50.93 52.68 -1.75 
Percentage respondents with no or primary 
education 
23.00 21.44 1.56 
Percentage respondents with secondary 
education 
31.86 33.15 -1.29 
Percentage respondents with tertiary 
education 
45.15 45.41 -0.26 
Average level of political interest  
(measured on a 10 point scale) 
5.47 5.33 0.14 
Average level of generalized trust 
(measured on a 10 point scale) 
5.58 5.59 -0.01 
Note: Differences are tested with two-sample t-tests. Sign.:*** p<0.01, ** p <0.05, * p<0.1 
 
The respondents in the treatment group are also rather representative of the neighborhood in terms 
of their vote choice. The referendum resulted in 63 percent of the voters in the neighborhood voting 
for scenario B. In our sample 59 percent of those who voted chose scenario B, which is only a small 
underrepresentation of this group in the sample.  
Measurement 
The research question of this paper is whether participation in decision-making affects levels of 
democratic satisfaction and political trust. Given that the referendum was a local initiative, initiated 
by the city’s mayor and councilors, we investigate satisfaction with the functioning of democracy in 
the city and trust in the local institutions and authorities. For democratic satisfaction, we relied on 
the answers to the question “How democratic do you think is your city currently governed?” 
Respondents could answer on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 “not at all democratic” to 10 
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“completely democratic”. For trust in local institutions, we used the questions: “Can you indicate 
on a scale from 0 to 10, how much trust you have in city’s local council?” and “Can you indicate 
on a scale from 0 to 10, how much trust you have in city’s mayor and the councilors?”. As the 
answers to both questions were highly correlated (0.94 in the first wave and 0.95 in the second 
wave), we combined them in an index ranging from 0 to 10 with a mean of 5.27 in the first wave 
and 5.53 in the third wave (corresponding standard deviations are 2.42 in wave one and 2.28 in wave 
three). In addition, 
Further, we asked respondents in wave 3 whether they voted and on which scenario they voted and 
recoded them as “winners” or “losers” of the outcome of the referendum. To gain insight into the 
causal mechanisms (influence and fairness), we asked respondents about their perceptions of the 
decision-making process. We rely on two questions that were only asked in the third wave of the 
survey, after the referendum was held: “How fair do you think that the referendum proceeded?”  
and “how much influence did you have on the decision about the traffic circulation in 
Nekkerspoel?”. Respondents indicated their answer on 8-point scales that ranged from 0 “not fair at 
all” to 7 “very fair” for the first question and from 0 “not influence at all” to 7 “very strong influence” 
for the second question.  Finally, we asked them about the quality of the decision outcome: “How 
good, do you think the decision is that has been taken?” from 0 “not good at all” to 7 “very good”. 
Method 
In a first step, we analyze this data by looking at the changes that occurred in the treatment group 
between the first and the third wave. In a second step, we analyze this data using, a difference-in-
differences strategy, meaning that we compare the difference between two pre-post differences 
(Remler and van Ryzin 2010). This method assumes that if the referendum would not have been 
held, the average change in political attitudes in the treatment group would have been the same as 
in the comparison group (“parallel path assumption”). During the entire period of observation, the 
two neighborhoods were closely followed and as no intervening events happened between the pre- 
and the posttest, the assumption is that potential changes in attitudes in the treatment group between 
the two point of measurement can mainly be attributed to the referendum. By applying this strategy, 
we control for unobservable and time-invariant characteristics of the respondents. In a final step, we 
conduct a regression analysis, in which we examine the effect of taking part in the referendum and 
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its outcome on the dependent variables. In these analyses we also account for the potential mediating 
effects of influence and fairness. 
 
Results 
Looking at the pre-post-measurement changes that occurred in the treatment group, we find that 
trust in local institutions increased after the referendum, while satisfaction with the working of 
democracy in the city seemed to decrease (see figure 1).  
Figure 1: Change in political trust and satisfaction with democracy in the treatment group 
 
The question, however arises whether these changes occurred due to the referendum or whether they 
are part of a general trend that would have also occurred without the referendum. In order to answer 
this question, we conducted a difference-in-differences analysis in which we account for the 
potential changes in the comparison group (Table 3). Table 3 partly confirms what we have seen in 
the previous figures already: Trust in local institutions significantly increased in the treatment group. 
The decrease in satisfaction with local democracy that we observed in Figure 1 does not prove to be 
significant. Hence, the referendum seemed to increase or did not impact support among citizens. 
Table 3 furthermore shows that trust also rose in the comparison group. While trust in local 
institutions was significantly higher in the comparison group before the referendum, no significant 
difference could be observed after the referendum. The difference of the differences is not 
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statistically significant. So while there are clear indications of an increase in trust after the 
referendum, the strict statistical test of this does not reach standard levels of significance. Looking 
at satisfaction with the functioning of local democracy, we see a decline in both groups during the 
observation period. However, the decline is significantly stronger in the comparison group than in 
the treatment group as the difference in differences test shows. It seems that the referendum was 
able to mitigate a decrease in democratic satisfaction.  
Table 3: Comparison of the difference between the 2 pre-post differences in trust and 
democratic satisfaction  
 
 TG CG 
Difference 
TG-CG 
     
Local Political Trust 
before the referendum 5.07 5.44 -0.37** 
after the referendum 5.43 5.63 0.20 
Change 0.36** 0.19 0.17 
   
Satisfaction with  
Local Democracy 
before the referendum 6.20 6.71 -0.51*** 
after the referendum 6.14 6.20 -0.06 
Change -0.06 -0.51*** 0.45** 
Note: Sign.:*** p<0.01, ** p <0.05, * p<0.1 
 
To gain more insight into the possible causal mechanisms, in the fourth table, differences in 
perceptions of procedural fairness and the quality of the decision after the referendum are presented. 
While inhabitants of the neighborhood in which the referendum took place seem to be significantly 
more convinced by its fairness, they are significantly less satisfied with the quality of the decision, 
compared to their peers who could not participate in the referendum. Perceived influence was only 
asked in the neighborhood in which inhabitants could influence the referendum and only after the 
referendum took place. On a scale from 0 to 7, the mean was 2.95.  
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Table 4: Comparison of perceptions of procedural fairness and the quality of the decision of 
respondents in treatment and comparison group 
 
Treatment 
group 
Comparison 
group 
Difference 
Perceived fairness of the referendum 4.59 4.23 0.36** 
Perceptions good decision 3.45 3.74 -0.29*** 
Perceived influence over decision 2.95   
Note: Differences are tested with two-sample t-tests. Sign.:*** p<0.01, ** p <0.05, * p<0.1 
 
In a final step, we turn to the individual level and investigate whether taking part in the referendum 
and the outcome of the referendum influenced democratic satisfaction and political trust levels and 
offer a first exploration of potential causal mechanisms. We investigate the change in satisfaction 
and trust in the neighborhood that held a referendum, rather than its absolute level. In the current 
analyses, we model this by including the levels of satisfaction and trust before the referendum, to 
explain satisfaction with local democracy and trust in local institutions after the referendum. This 
way only individual changes in satisfaction and trust remain to explain by the other independent 
variables.  
As Table 5 shows having voted proved to increase levels of democratic satisfaction: the levels of 
satisfaction with the functioning of local democracy of citizens that voted in the referendum 
increased after the referendum. Also voting for the winning scenario increased democratic 
satisfaction. When putting both variables in the same model the outcome proved to be more 
important than participation. In a next step, we add potential mediating variables to the model in 
order to try to explain why satisfaction among losers decreased compared to winners. Adding one 
variable at a time showed that all three variables act as mediators as they all influence the size and 
significance of the winner variable. Losers seem to become less satisfied with the way local 
democracy is working because they are dissatisfied with the quality of the decision outcome, feel 
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they had less influence on the decision outcome and thought the procedure was less fair than voters 
that voted for the winning outcome in the referendum.  
Table 5. The effect of voting and the referendum outcome on democratic satisfaction 
 Satisfaction with democracy  
 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 
Voted 0.478** 
(0.142)   
 0.146 
(0.182) 
 
‘Winner’ (=voted for outcome 
referendum)  
0.657*** 
(0.160) 
0.588** 
(0.206) 
0.071 
(0.167) 
Perceived honesty referendum 
   
0.209*** 
(0.043) 
Perceived influence on decision 
   
0.087* 
(0.038) 
Perceived quality decision 
 
   
  
0.105* 
(0.042) 
Satisfaction before referendum 0.638*** 
(0.029) 
0.643*** 
(0.029) 
0.654*** 
(0.029) 
0.521***   
(0.030) 
cte   1.928 
(0.207) 
1.964 
(0.204)   
1.824 
(0.209) 
  1.309 
(0.208) 
R2 0.52 0.52 0.53 0.58 
Notes: N= 462. Sign.: p<0.001:***; p<0.01:**; p<.05:*, p<.1°. 
 
If we turn to trust in local institutions, we see that participation in the referendum not only increased 
democratic satisfaction but also trust in local institutions. In contrast to satisfaction with the working 
of local democracy, it does not seem to matter whether one voted for the winning or losing outcome. 
Voters seem to become more trusting as they felt they had more influence on the decision outcome 
and perceived the referendum as more fair than non-voters. The perceived quality of the decision 
did not impact trust levels. In sum, the results indicate that a direct democracy initiative is likely to 
boost democratic satisfaction and political trust by increasing citizens’ influence on the decision-
making process and their perception of the fairness of this process. 
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Table 6. The effect of voting and the referendum outcome on political trust 
 Political trust  
 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 
Voted 0.423** 
(0.132) 
 0.506** 
(0.172) 
0.192 
(0.136) 
‘Winner’ (=voted for outcome 
referendum)  
0.192 
(0.151) 
-0.142 
(0.192)  
Perceived honesty referendum 
   
0.084* 
(0.041) 
Perceived influence on decision 
   
0.106** 
(0.039) 
Perceived quality decision 
   
0.068 
(0.039) 
Political trust before referendum 0.737***   
(0.025) 
0.733*** 
(0.026) 
0.734*** 
(0.026) 
0.673*** 
(0.027) 
cte 1.457 
(0.160) 
1.646 
(0.159) 
1.472 
(0.161) 
0.970*** 
(0.188) 
R2 0.65 0.63 0.65 0.68 
Notes: N= 453. Sign.: p<0.001:***; p<0.01:**; p<.05:*, p<.1°. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
Direct democracy initiatives are often argued to enhance democratic satisfaction and political trust 
among citizens. Despite the strong theoretical claims, only few studies provided empirical evidence 
for these claims. Moreover, most studies are cross-sectional or take place in the lab lowering its 
internal and ecological validity. To tackle this question, we developed an original research design 
in which citizens were followed over time and questioned before a referendum took place and 
afterwards. The results of this sample was compared to a sample of a comparative neighborhood 
without referendum to control for contextual changes in satisfaction and trust that were unrelated to 
the referendum. The results indicate that the referendum led to a significant increase in satisfaction 
with the functioning of local democracy and trust in local institutions. The actual use of the right to 
vote proved to be important. Voters’ satisfaction with the functioning of local democracy and trust 
increased with the referendum. Yet, having voted for the losing outcome decreased democratic 
satisfaction, and this proved to be more important than participation. Decision losers seem to become 
less satisfied as they felt they had less influence on the decision outcome compared to winners, the 
found the process more unfair and though the decision was less good than citizens who voted for 
the winning outcomes.  
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However, having voted for the winning or losing outcome does not affect trust in local institutions. 
While voting increased trust, voting for the losing outcome of the referendum did not decrease it. 
Voters seem to become more trusting as they feel they influenced the decision and the process was 
fair. These different results are in line with the trust literature. While both indicators are used to 
assess citizen support, several scholars have argued that satisfaction with democracy taps more into 
specific support than diffuse support. In this case as well, democratic satisfaction seems to be more 
driven by the outcome of the process than by involvement in the process. Trust in local institutions, 
on the other hand, taps into diffuse support and seems to be less affected by the outcome.  
To date empirical studies on the effect of direct democracy on political trust in cases with little 
experience with these initiatives are rare. We only study one case which makes it hard to generalize, 
however, it is remarkable that diffuse support increased even after only one opportunity to 
participate directly in the political decision-making process. In sum, direct democracy initiatives do 
indeed seem a good way to gain citizens’ support and it might be good for policy-makers to include 
them these methods more often within the political decision-making process. 
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